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FESTIVAL INFORMATION 
Here Fest was a four-day arts representation festival in Chapel Hill, North Carolina. Events took 
place February 21-24, 2019 at locations on and near UNC’s campus. Partner organizations 
included UNC Creatives of Color, CUAB, I Just Said That Comedy, Carolina Film Association, 
Advocates for Carolina, St. Anthony Hall, Student Television, and Reductress.  
This projected was supported by the Sarah Steele Danhoff Undergraduate Research Fund 
administered by Honors Carolina. 
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LIST OF TERMS 
This thesis employs the following identity-based terms. As the terms are constantly evolving, 
their definitions are listed below.  
LGBTQIA+: a term used to refer to folks that identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, queer, 
intersex, or asexual. The plus at the end is used to leave room for the ever-changing 
understanding of sexuality. Some use “queer” as a catch-all for the community, but since there 
are many discussions on who is allowed to reclaim that former slur, I have decided to use 
LGBTQIA+ instead.  
Person of Color: any non-white person.  
Cisgender/Cis-: a person whose gender identity corresponds with their birth sex 
Transgender/Trans: a person whose gender identity does not correspond with their birth sex 
Able-bodied/Abled: a person with no disabilities.  
* This piece uses Identity First Language, which is a preferred identity for many disability 
activists. For example, disabled person instead of person with disabilities.  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SECTION 1: WHY WE NEED REPRESENTATION  
CHAPTER 1: Overview of  Lack of Representation 
   In the summer of 2018, I took a class I was supposed to have taken a long time ago but 
had somehow weaseled my way out of until the last minute. The class was Communications 140, 
Introduction to Media History, Theory, and Criticism. In that class, I wrote a paper about the 
effects Soul Train had in legitimatizing a black audience in the networks’ and advertisers’ eyes. 
The show’s popularity increased advertisements targeting black audiences, for products like 
Afrosheen. For some reason, this example opened my eyes to the way that positive 
representation has real-life effects. I wanted to learn more about why our media didn’t accurately 
depict the stories of women, people of color, LGBTQIA+ folk, and disabled folk. I wanted to 
understand why, despite Soul Train’s massive following, black people still were not properly 
represented in media more generally. I wanted to comprehend why even though movies like 
Wonder Woman, Black Panther, and Lady Bird found immense success, representation was only 
seeping into other films and shows at a very slow rate. Most importantly, I wanted to make 
concrete change in the arts scene at UNC. I decided to put on a festival to do that.  
 For too long, our screens and stages have been littered primarily with the experiences of 
straight-cis-white-able-bodied men. Owing to the film industry’s reliance on structures built for 
and by white men, many oppressed voices have not been in positions of power in the industry to 
tell their stories. The white male story has become the default in our entertainment, and online 
movements such as #OscarsSoWhite, #MeToo, and more have sped up progress as the industry 
must face the ways its content ignores and exploits women, people of color, LGBTQIA+ folk, 
and the disabled.    
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 The ratio of the representation of different groups in media, though on the rise, do not yet 
mirror the diversity of our current society. UCLA’s Hollywood Diversity Report found that 
amongst leads in top films in the US from 2011 to 2016, 31.2% were women and only 13.9% 
were people of color. The broadcast television numbers for that same time period are only a 
slight improvement for women, who account for 35.7% of lead roles. People of color make up a 
far larger portion of leads on broadcast television than they do for film, but still only account for 
38.7% of leading roles (Hunt 14-15). While these numbers are on the rise, marginalized groups 
have consistently found themselves relegated to stereotypes or lesser roles, telling stories that do 
not mirror their day-to-day realities. 
 Women on screen have historically been misrepresented on screen. Gloria Steinem once 
remarked that if aliens learned about life in the US, “they would be convinced that there were 
twice as many American men as there were American women. It would be quite clear that we 
slept in false eyelashes and full makeup” (Press 6). They might also remark on women’s 
tendency to speak only of men, a trend so common in film it inspired the creation of the Bechdel-
Wallace Test: a way to test a film’s representation of women originally conceptualized by Alison 
Bechdel and Liz Wallace in a 1985 comic for the strip “Dykes to Watch Out For.” In order to 
pass, a film must have two named women who talk to each other about something besides a man 
(Bechdel). A marker many films fail to meet, the standard was recently deemed not high enough 
by a Washington Post article, which arguing the test “doesn’t even get close to reorienting the 
entertainment industry towards women’s stories, or to subject matter and emotional tones that 
have been traditionally considered female rather than excitingly masculine” (Rosenberg). Many 
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female characters, as written, lack emotional depth and authenticity far more than their male 
counterparts.  
 Not only are “emotional tones” missing that are distinctly female, films and TV shows 
also lack subject matter aligned with specific racial identities. People of color are often forced to 
play stereotypes: Black women are relegated to the mammie, an older, wiser, asexual woman; the 
jezebel, a thin, sexual object; or the sapphire, a rude and loud woman (Gammage 25). Chinese 
actresses must play docile picture brides or fetishized “exotic” enchanters (Tseng). Every group 
has their own set of permitted roles, and much of  history has kept performers of color in those 
roles. The systems at play also often fail to recognize actors of color for their work. After the 
Academy announced that all twenty of the actors nominated in the 2015 lead and support 
categories were white, activist April Reign created the hashtag #OscarsSoWhite to cheekily call 
attention to the ceremony’s lack of inclusion. The hashtag transformed into a call to action in 
2016 when, once again, all twenty nominees were white. The campaign caused the Academy to 
largely diversify the membership—adding almost 800 new members, 39% of whom where 
female and 30% non-white—but only small strides have been made since the viral hashtag as far 
as awards go (Schulman). At this year’s Academy Awards, Regina King, a black woman, won 
best supporting actress, and Mahershala Ali, a black man, won best actor. However, Ali won for 
his role Green Book, a film which won Best Motion Picture of the year but one that many 
lamented was littered with “white savior” troupes (McFarland). While one can celebrate the 
progress occurring, Reign wants us to push on, tweeting: “Until we are no longer lauding ‘firsts’ 
after a 90 year history, until we can no longer count a traditionally underrepresented community's 
number of nominations in a particular category on our fingers, #OscarsSoWhite remains 
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relevant. The fight continues” (Reign). The Academy’s disregard for creators of color represents 
a larger lack of representation throughout all of Hollywood.  
 This conversation around this year’s academy awards also touched on LGBTQIA+ 
stories in media. Rami Malek won Best Actor for his role as Freddie Mercury in Bohemian 
Rhapsody, and though technically the film is a biopic about a gay rock star who contracted AIDS 
during the crisis, the film barely explores his queer identity. Along with completely 
misrepresenting the timeline of his coming out, critics have stated the film is almost homophobic 
in its portrayal of his romantic relationships. Aja Romana of Vox writes, “The emotional 
development of Mercury’s romance with Jim Hutton, his partner of seven years, is relegated to a 
single conversation” (Romana). On television, however LGBTQ representation is increasing in 
record numbers, according to GLAAD. The study found that 8.8% of series regulars on broadcast 
TV in the 2018-2019 season are LGBTQ, a record high and an increase from the 6.4% of last 
year (Adiri). Queer characters also often are constrained by stereotypes, typically the sassy gay 
best friend or perpetuator of “gay panic -– or scenarios in which straight characters are distressed 
by social or sexual situations involving LGBT people” (Newton).  LGBTQIA+ actors also 
struggle to get roles, with many queer characters played by straight actors. LGBTQ characters 
often fall into stereotypes or have their identities explored only at surface level. 
 Folks with disabilities are nearly completely absent from entertainment. GLAAD reports 
that only 2.1% of US broadcast TV characters are disabled, an abysmally low number, though an 
increase from last year’s 1.8%. Like other marginalized groups, disabled folk fall into two 
stereotypes: either wrecked with depression over their lack of mobility, or bravely overcoming 
the odds in what performer Stella Young calls “inspiration porn.” Much like LGBTQIA+ folk are 
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not cast to play LGBTQIA+ characters, disabled characters are more often than not played by 
able-bodied actors. The most mainstream example is Artie Abrams, a disabled character in the hit 
show Glee, played by able-bodied Kevin McHale. The show only rarely utilizes his mobility, 
most notably in a dream dance sequence in which he imagines himself out of his chair and 
dancing. This called for critique from disabled viewers, such a SE Smith with The Guardian who 
noted that the dream sequence was necessary: “Because Glee hadn't cast a wheelchair user, it 
didn't have an actor who knew how to dance in a wheelchair” (Smith). This representation could 
be considered quantitative rather than qualitative, considering that even though a character uses a 
wheelchair, he does not necessarily represent the reality of a disabled person who dreams of 
dancing. Artie is but one example of the misrepresentation of disabled folk on screen.  
 These examples are to contextualize the current state of representation in US media. 
People of color, women, LGBTQIA+ groups, and disabled folk are often absent from our 
screens, and even when present are often severely misrepresented. Movements and individuals 
alike, however, are attempting to change and create entertainment that allows for more people to 
see themselves on screen. This analysis certainly will not cover every example of representation 
in every TV show, movie, play, or performance. Instead, this thesis uses a few television 
programs as test samples to find both the commonalities and differences between the ways 
certain marginalized groups are ignored and misrepresented, as well as analyze the attempts, 
strategies, and successes in increasing inclusion in media. Though this project primarily focuses 
on representation in TV and film (with a heavy emphasis on television), I applied this research to 
a four day festival which covered representation in a variety of performance mediums. Events 
included standup comedy, spoken word poetry, song performances, film screenings and 
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discussions, and workshops surrounding screenwriting and satire writing. I wanted to help 
facilitate change in the arts, and I (unfortunately) do not currently have direct control over the 
casting processes for film and television. Also, TV and film are more widely accessible and thus 
more easily to analyze in a broader sense in the field of inclusion and representation. Thus, this 
paper discusses the issues regarding representation in film and television, with those principles 
then applied to the performances and screening choices during Here Fest. 
 CHAPTER 2: Benefits of Representation 
 Representation of women, LGBTQIA+ folk, people of color, and the disabled benefit 
society’s greater understanding of these groups, and, perhaps more importantly, positively affect 
the members of these groups’ understanding of themselves and their own potential.   Film and 
television both humanize people we may not otherwise get to know, as well as provide comfort 
to those who relate to the stories and characters on screen. Understanding the importance of 
representation requires an understanding of the influence of media both on our collective mindset 
and individual self-concept. 
 Media determines what issues, groups, and stories receive attention. Author Marquita 
Marie Gammage analyzes this importance, stating, “Media transcriptions frame public discourse 
by directly influencing public opinion on any given subject matter. As such, media serves as a 
primary mode of education in U.S. context, meaning that media takes on the task of imparting 
knowledge on various subjects deemed to be an important information base for its audience, no 
matter how accurate or inaccurate” (6). If media is to be taken as the “primary mode of 
education,” then the issue of representation becomes more urgent. The reach of network 
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television makes it a large part of this education provided by media. Gammage goes on to discuss 
television’s influence specifically: 
  Television is a key component of society in that it visually shapes cultural   
 understandings and perceptions. Television informs how we think of and view issues,  
 events, and people. This media entity plays a vital role in the meaning making process  
 and the creation of representations (28). 
She goes on to say that television has specifically affected treatment of the Black population, 
stating, “Furthermore, television has affected the racialized treatment of Black women and 
perception of Black culture” (28). In a country with a racial climate heavily influenced by a 
history of racism, segregation, and slavery, television and other media can be one of the most 
effective for non-Black people to understand Black culture.   
  The “education” provided by US television is forming a distorted collective 
understanding of the Black community in a way that is harming that community. Stephen 
Balkaran, a Professor of Philosophy at Central Connecticut State University, says that the media, 
including news media, harms Black communities by misplacing the focus of their content: “As a 
result of the overwhelming media focus on crime, drug use, gang violence, and other forms of 
anti-social behavior among African-Americans, the media have fostered a distorted public 
perception of African-Americans” (qtd. in Gammage 6). Media dictates what conversations are 
had, and conversations surrounding race have relegated Black communities to “dangerous” and 
“other,” which easily bleeds into the treatment of Black folk outside the realm of media. 
Gammage summarizes by saying that “such misrepresentations help validate the inhumane 
treatment of women and further justify society’s placement of Black women as inferior beings. 
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Thus, the power of the media can directly influence the social possibilities of Black 
women“ (13).  Racist actions can feel justified by racist media, further oppressing the black 
community. This media can of course also be used to improve cross-cultural understanding. Bill 
Cosby, creator of popular cartoon Fat Albert, discusses the power of cartoons and children’s 
programming, stating they have the ability to “establish in the minds of millions of television 
viewers and educators that Black children are not by nature stupid or lazy; they are not 
hoodlums, they are not junkies. They are you. They are me…Their problems are universal” (qtd. 
in Smith-Shomade 102). Despite the potential for positive change, media has mostly been 
historically wielded to distort understanding of the Black community which furthers the 
oppression of that group.  
 Misrepresentation not only affects the collective understanding of a group, but also the 
mindset of members of those groups and their understandings of themselves. In a 2015 ad for 
American Express during the Academy Awards, actress, writer, and showrunner Mindy Kaling 
said in voiceover, “I never saw someone who looked like me reflected in anything…I kind of 
realized that I had to take destiny into my own hands, and it’s the harder part and it’s grueling 
and it’s not glamorous. But then I control it and I own it. No one can stop you then” (qtd. in Press 
164). Kaling references the importance of media, saying the absence of stories like hers on 
screen affected the way she had to approach her own career. Joy Press, author of Stealing the 
Show: How Women Are Revolutionizing Television, echoes this sentiment, stating, “Cultural 
representation is not small thing. Growing up in a world where you don’t spot versions of your 
experience reflected in the culture makes you feel small and invisible. It tells you, and all those 
around you, that your voice is not important” (Press 285). Both of these statements reference 
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how deeply what one watches, or more specifically, what is available to watch, affects the way 
one understands one’s role.  
 Along with a lack of representation, an overwhelming amount of negative representation 
can harm the members of the communities represented. According to Gammage, this can be seen 
in the effect of negative representations on Black women. She states, “The over-saturation of 
negative images in the media has caused some Black women to be more susceptible to 
internalizing these images, and they in fact participate in their own damnation” (6). The negative 
images create a sort of self-fulfilling prophecy, according to Gammage, in that some black 
women internalize what the media paints them as and fall into that very image. Patrica Hill 
Collins paints these negative representations as intrusive, saying that Black people are 
encouraged “to view themselves and others as bitches, hoes, thugs, pimps, sidekicks, sissies and 
modern mammies” and how “such power relations invade the body because they also instruct 
Black people how they should feel within their own bodies” (qtd. in Gammage 52). Media has 
the power to subconsciously alter one’s self image and actions, and an imbalance of greater 
negative representations over positive harms the mentality of underrepresented communities.  
 Media can be wielded to bring attention to issues otherwise ignored, such as the content 
created after Hurricane Katrina hit New Orleans in 2005. After the disaster, Spike Lee released 
the documentary When the Levees Broke, which followed the devastation after the disaster. 
Similarly, David Simon and Eric Overmyer created Treme, a fictional drama that followed a New 
Orleans neighborhood as it tries to rebuild. Author Kim Leduff explains the creators’ 
motivations, saying “They all saw that through the power of mass media, they could offer voice 
to the voiceless. They saw that they could give the people of New Orleans a national stage upon 
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which to share their grievances.” (Smith-Shomade 122). Lee, Simon, and Overmyer sought to 
bring focus to the devastation, as the time it would take to recover would be far longer than the 
national attention would last. Foster, Blakes, and McKay comment on this short attention span, 
saying “Because we live in an age when television media ‘news cycles’ dictate collective 
memories of events (no mater how monumental and catastrophic those events may be), 
documentary films that capture and bear witness to unvarnished realities of devastation, triumph, 
or even everyday life take on special importance” (qtd. in Smith-Shomade 136). What would just 
be a week of headlines can take on a longer life, which can be extremely important in cases like 
Katrina aftermath which benefit from national attention and resources. To continue the 
conversation, Spike Lee released another documentary in 2010 entitled If God Is Willing and da 
Creek Don’t Rise. One commenter on NOLA.com said that they were happy that the makers of If 
God is Willing and da Creek Don’t Rise were “trying to keep [them] in the public mind rather 
than thinking, Saints won the Super Bowl. The city must now be all better” (qtd. in Smith-
Shomade 123). Documentaries and scripted media can be used to draw attention to issues, like 
Katrina, that are otherwise ignored by news outlets or other media.  
 Media can do more than perpetuate stereotypes or even accurately represent the current 
reality; film and television can be used as an escape, or a way to momentarily live in a world 
better than world we currently live in. Author Joy Press remarks how Gilmore Girls, a show 
following a mother-daughter pair in the idyllic Connecticut town of Stars Hollow, as well as its 
revival, functioned as a reprieve for her:  
 Meanwhile, out in the real world, the one where George W. Bush ended up in the White  
 House instead of Gore, America was increasingly dividing into Red states and Blue  
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 states. The Republicans pushed policies that […] slashed family planning funding in  
 favor of antiabortion and abstinence-only programs. Offering a consoling vision of a  
 kinder and more tolerant America, Gilmore Girls, was on of the things that helped me get 
 through the Dark Ages of the 2000s. How eerie that the show should return in the even  
 bleaker period of backlash, with the sequel airing only a few weeks after the November  
 2016. Perhaps in the imaginary idyll that is Stars Hollow, Hillary Clinton beat Donald  
 Trump” (77).   
Often, groups that lack representation are the ones hit hardest by political turmoil. While folks 
that can carry children wait to see if their abortion rights will be stripped, their media can paint a 
world where that’s not even an issue.  
 This concept of writing better worlds can be seen in Shondaland, the production company 
run by Shonda Rhimes. Including shows like Grey’s Anatomy, Scandal, and How to Get Away 
With Murder, “[Shondaland] is a place where race is not only irrelevant but largely invisible; 
where women pursue their ambitions without having to sacrifice happiness, while also being 
allowed to have abortions, marry jobs rather than men, experiment with sexuality, and make 
mistakes” (Press 105). Women are given fuller, richer identities, mostly unaffected by any 
judgement that may be present in the real world. Rhimes says this choice is intentional, as is the 
characterization of men in Grey’s Anatomy as slightly less realistic and more of a woman’s 
fantasy. Rhimes says she does this “so we can stare at our televisions, turn to our boyfriends, and 
say, ‘Why don’t you talk to me like that?” (Press 116). Rhimes turns the imbalance of well-
rounded male characters and one-dimensional, sexy female characters on its head. Shondaland 
shows also write better endings for serious issues than would happen in the real world. When a 
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Scandal episode featured a storyline focusing on protests surrounding the unjust murder of an 
unarmed black man, the writers ended the story far happier than it was likely to in the real world. 
The cop was arrested and the protests didn’t escalate into violence. When Rhimes received 
backlash for the ending, she explained the decision on Twitter: “We went with showing what 
fulfilling the dream SHOULD mean. The idea of possibility…And NOT the despair we feel 
now” (qtd. in Press 130). Cases of police brutality do not often end in anything that feels like 
justice, so Rhimes decided to proffer a world in which some semblance of the right thing could 
happen. Shondaland shows exemplify the ways representation in scripted content can offer 
reprieve in time of turmoil.  
 Putting under- and misrepresented groups on screen can provide escape, comfort, and 
confidence to those groups, while also increasing greater inter-cultural communication and 
empathy. Complaints about misrepresentations, stereotypes, or all-straight/white/able-bodied/
male/etc. casts may seem dramatic, annoying, or an attempt to be “overly politically-correct,” 
whatever that means. However, the positive effects of representation and negative consequences 
of misrepresentations prove those complaints urgent and valid. To put it simply: representation 
matters!   
SECTION 2: HOW WE IMPROVE  
CHAPTER 3: The Benefits of Diverse Writers Rooms and Leadership 
 One way to improve the quantity and quality of diverse stories on screen is to diversify 
the writers and creators of the content that gets made. TV shows with female showrunners and 
mostly-female writers’ rooms follow storylines that could only be written by those who have 
experienced them in real life. Barbara Corday, one of the creators of Cagney and Lacey show, 
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which ran from 1982-1988, said that viewers most responded to the seemingly mundane parts of 
the show.  
 What people wrote letters about most were the bathroom scenes, where two women  
 actually sat and talked about everything in their lives. […]  It sounds silly, but it was very 
 groundbreaking for women. There was nothing else like that on television (Press   
 7). 
Shortly after Cagney and Lacey ended, Murphy Brown went to air, a show following the titular 
investigative journalist and news anchor. Again, the show seemed to paint women in a way they 
had not yet been on television.  Creator Diane English stated:  
 I didn’t see Murphy as radical, but I saw her as definitely filling a need. That character  
 did not exist on television then, especially in comedy. Murphy was living her life, without 
 any regrets, without any guilt, without any man in her life helping her out of tough  
 situations. This was a woman that we all wanted to be” (Press 28).  
For the first time, a show centered an independent, confident woman. Years before, Marlo 
Thomas starred in That Girl (1966-1971), a show that followed an aspiring actress (Thomas) as 
she moved to New York to make it big. Thomas echoed English’s sentiment that the show filled a 
gap but only seemed radical to the male executives who didn’t expect success:  
 Although the network heads worried that audiences would be turned off by all that female 
 independence, the show was an instant hit, a sign perhaps of changes in society that TV  
 had ignored. As Thomas recalled in her memoir, Growing Up Laughing, ‘[T]his girl, who 
 seemed like a revolutionary figure to the men in suits who did the research, was   
 not a revolutionary figure at all’ (Press 4). 
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 Years later, producer Betsy Beers admitted to wanting to fill another gap in the representation of 
women on screen before she first read Rhimes’ Grey’s Anatomy scripts. Said Beers, “There was 
not a lot on TV at that time that reflected who I was, both in terms of the way women were 
portrayed and the way people in the workplace were portrayed” (Press 109). Beers saw herself in 
the scripts and the two teamed up to produce content in which more and more people could see 
themselves portrayed. From talking on the bathroom floor, to reporting on air or working in a 
hospital, female writers are able to bring their own experiences to screen that their male 
counterparts would not think to write without the real life experience.  
 Female writers rooms are also able to focus on the female point of view. Gilmore Girls 
creator Sherman-Palladino says she unwittingly learned how to do this while working on the set 
of another female-centered show, Roseanne: “I don’t know if I thought about it at the time, but 
the training of my first show was solely about this woman’s point of view,” she says. “Nothing 
happened in Roseanne that didn’t come back to affect her. So if the daughters had a story, it was 
always about: how will this come back to affect Roseanne? Her point of view permeates 
everything. She is the alpha in the room, and Lorelai [Gilmore] is always the alpha” (Press 80). 
While focusing on the protagonist’s point of view is a principal for general good scriptwriting, 
the influence Sherman Palladino’s training in a show centered around a woman’s POV had on 
her creation of Gilmore Girls shows how hiring female writers later elevates their voices even 
more. Similarly, Jenji Kohan, creator of Weeds and Orange is the New Black, also centers women 
and their perspectives. As Press puts it, in Orange is the New Black, which follows various 
female inmates, 
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 men are mostly pushed to the margins. It’s the women who take up emotional space  
 within the walls of Litchfield [Prison]. Joy, misery, humor, rage, jealousy, mischief,  
 lust— nearly all of it is aimed at and reciprocated by other female characters, in defiance 
 of or to evade the men who would restrain them. All that matters is women talking and  
 laughing and telling one another stories (252).  
When women are given more space to take up, they are also given a wider range of story and 
emotional possibilities. Of course, writers rooms that aren’t entirely female can also write 
female-centered stories; but by giving women the reigns over their stories, characters and plot 
lines are often more realistic, more emotionally deep, and more meaningful to their female 
audiences who are seeing themselves accurately portrayed on screen for the first time.  
 Female friendships are also more prominent in shows written or created by women. 
Comedy Central’s Broad City depends on it, in fact, as producer Brooke Posch describes, “They 
are not rich, they are struggling to get by, and they put each other first. These are girls who love 
each other, who are best friends. That is the DNA of Broad City” (Press 211). Abbi (Abbi 
Jacobson) and Ilana (Ilana Glazer), the central characters, almost never fight on the show, and if 
they do it’s usually a normal friendship spat and not long, drawn out “cat fights” over a man. 
Their friendship is the core relationship of the show, and the writers portray them as loving and 
thoughtful. Gilmore Girls also relies on female friendship. The central relationship is a 
friendship-based mother-daughter pair, Rory and Lorelai. Throughout a few boyfriends, Rory’s 
best friend Lane is her most consistent relationship besides her mom. Same with Lorelai and her 
friend and business partner Sookie. Rory even finds “kinship with her former rival, the abrasive 
Paris Geller (Liza Weil)” (Press 92). Female friendships are the basis for Gilmore Girls and 
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Broad City, two shows created and run by women. These female showrunners allow their female 
characters grow and develop close bonds with other women. Or, as Ilana puts it in the pilot of 
Broad City:  “Today is the day we become the boss bitches that we are in our minds” (Press 209).  
 The female bonds of these shows also push romantic interests to margins. The central 
love story of Gilmore Girls, the will-they-won’t-they of Lorelai and Luke, takes years to pan out. 
Creator Amy Sherman-Palladino explains: “These are two people who’ve been single for a very 
long time; they’ve never been married and they’re very independent, so commingling isn’t 
necessarily going to be the easiest thing on the face of this earth” (Press 96). Lorelai is a 
complicated character with an entire life set up outside of her romantic pursuits. She has a 
daughter; she runs an inn; she has tastes in movies, music, take out, and more. Shonda Rhimes 
writes her female characters similarly fleshed out. Specifically, Grey’s Anatomy’s Cristina 
(Sandra Oh) has a character arc that proves to be not centered on finding romantic love. 
Responding to backlash for Cristina’s decision to leave behind her romance at the end of the 
series, Rhimes stated, “A man is a partner on a journey that you can go on in life, but a man is 
not the be-all and end-all of your existence” (Press 133). On 30 Rock, Tina Fey’s Liz Lemon 
prioritized similarly, with Fey saying, “Liz is very much a woman who is career-motivated. She 
just wants to start a relationship five years in” (Press 143). As Press puts it, “30 Rock made 
madcap comedy out of a woman putting work ahead of her personal life, just as millions of men 
do without fanfare” (Press 143). Amy Poehler pushed a similar mindset with her work as a 
producer on Broad City, as staff writer Lucia Aniello describes, “I remember [Amy] saying, It’s 
not about the guy; it’s about the rest of her day’” (Press 213). All of these examples show how 
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female writers prioritize “the rest of her day.” When shows have more than just male writers, 
male characters are not the entire focus.  
 These shows also explore the female relationship with motherhood differently than male-
created shows. Korby Siamis and Diane English reflect on writing the episode in which titular 
Murphy Brown (Candice Bergen) gives birth (‘Birth 101’). In the episode, Murphy exclaims, 
“My body is making milk! It’s like one day you find out you can get bacon out of your elbow!” 
Siamis, a new mother at the time, explained, “I could never have written that line if I hadn’t lived 
it” (Press 34). Individual female experience once again gave the show more depth and 
specificity. Other shows explored how women formed their identity within and outside of 
motherhood. In Gilmore Girls, Lorelai gave birth at age 16, but as Press describes “being a mom 
was like fifth on the list of what she was. She was dynamic and a career person and irritated with 
her parents and very close to her daughter. None of that had a stereotypical quality” (Press 87). 
Rather than relegate ‘mother’ to her only identity, Sherman-Palladino fleshed out her character.  
 30 Rock’s Liz Lemon (Tina Fey) has a different journey with motherhood, and decides to 
adopt children as a single mother late into the series. Fey told her writers room that she wanted to 
add kids to Liz’s life “but without romanticizing them” or losing “who she has been this whole 
time” (qtd. in Press 148). It was going to be a part of her life but not the most important part of 
her character after developing her for many seasons. Even more extreme than not romanticizing 
motherhood, Jenji Kohan’s Weeds shows more than just a woman who existed outside of her 
kids. As Press puts it, the protagonist Nancy (Mary-Louise Parker) “veers perilously close to 
becoming the one thing that TV audiences had never accepted from a woman: an actively bad 
mother, someone who puts her children in harm’s way while also eroding their sense of right and 
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wrong” (232). TV characters are often unlikeable and bad to the people around them, so why is a 
bad mother so difficult for audiences to accept? Perhaps the constant barrage of images of 
mothers as selfless angels distorts what we’ll accept from our fiction, even though plenty of bad 
mothers exist in the real world. These shows paint many different types of mothers, with the 
female writers rooms allowing for a diversity within womanhood. 
 Shows created by other genders also move past the traditional representation of sex and 
relationship with bodies. Creator of Transparent, Jill Soloway, who uses they/them pronouns, 
says that in directing scenes about female sexual pleasure they were able to move past the 
traditional male gaze. They state, “Knowing how it feels to be inside a woman instead of what 
it’s like to look at them—it’s simply the inverse of what [directors] have been doing” (Press 
271). They go on to say, ‘[W]hether or not we are conscious of it, we are always trying to make 
things that satisfy man’s desire. It makes me cry to think about it” (Press 273). Soloway, who at 
the time of this episode still identified as she/her, was able to operate from a female gaze, and 
applied that knowledge the direction of a scene involving Shelly (Judith Light). As Press puts it,  
 Like most older women on television, she is assumed to be asexual, a Jewish   
 menopausal eunuch who cares only about nagging her children and fattening them up.  
 Soloway decimates that assumption in one startling season-two scene, when Shelly  
 coaxes her ex-husband Maura to give her a hand job in the bathtub. […] The camera is in  
 thrall to Shelly, lingering on her ecstatic face as she comes (Press 272). 
By moving past the male gaze, Soloway depicts not only female pleasure, but pleasure in older 
women. Perhaps because male writers see older women as their mothers or grandmothers, older 
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women are not portrayed as sexually active. By putting women and non-binary folk in control, 
sexual pleasure can be more accurately depicted.  
 Women on screen are also becoming more unapologetically sexually active. Abbi and 
Ilana move past the stigma surrounding women who have a lot of sex, and producer Amy 
Poehler says that choice is intentional. “There aren’t enough like them on TV: confident, sexually 
active women, girlfriends who love each other the most” (qtd. in Press 213). It’s simple: they like 
having sex and they like being friends with each other. Comedian Amy Schumer said she decided 
to call her standup special Mostly Sex Stuff to be an honest voice for people. She explains, “I 
didn’t grow up hearing any women really delving into that side of themselves, and so I thought, 
Okay, maybe I can be this person for women and for men just to hear the woman’s perspective in, 
you know, a less apologetic, honest way” (Press 203). That lack of apology seems to be the 
biggest part of female sexuality written by women. There’s less performative shame and more 
female pleasure.  Jenji Kohan says the graphic sex on Orange is the New Black can sometimes 
cause hesitancy to come out in her actors. “The biggest problem we have with being graphic is 
actors balking at it,” she says. “I understand, they are the ones who are vulnerable and who are 
being freeze-framed and used for masturbation fodder! But I keep trying to push it, because our 
sexual desires aren’t deviant; they are human” (Press 244). Putting female sexuality, desire, and 
pleasure on screen inherently makes our media more human, which is maybe one of the points of 
entertainment anyway: to share human stories.   
 The benefits of letting misrepresented groups into the writers room can also be seen in 
the way people of color tell their own stories. Watching While Black uses the first and second 
seasons of the Cosby Show spin-off A Different World to show what happens when a black 
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person sits at the head of a black show. The show explores Denise Huxtable’s (Lisa Bonet) time 
at Hillman University, a fictional historically black university.  Under the direction of Anne 
Beatts, a white woman, season one  
 revolved around jokes settling from misunderstandings, pranks and pratfalls, miscued  
 romances, competition, and jealousy. Scathing reviews were heaped upon the show, citing 
 it as ‘boring,’ ‘juvenile and unrealistic,’ and ‘sitcomville, a place we’ve visited many  
 times before” (Smith-Shomade 34).  
Not only was the show poorly received, but the season was also missing any semblance of 
traditionally Black humor. “Hallmarks like call and response, humor born of pain, and race-
related comedy were nowhere to be found” (Smith-Shomade 35). The show may have been about 
a black college, but the scripts felt distinctly white. To fix this, Cosby brought on Debbie Allen, a 
black woman and alumna of HBCU Howard University, to better portray life at Hillman college. 
The change was immediate. Aretha Franklin was hired to sing the theme, “asserting an 
uncompromising blackness” (Smith-Shomade 43). The opening montage now included Black 
sororities and fraternities, which are not only staples of the HBCU experience but also “may 
facilitate increased graduation rates for Black college students” according to recent research 
(Smith-Shomade 45). With the addition of Allen, the show was able to operate “from within 
Blackness” (Smith-Shomade 37). This created a very different show than the one of someone 
writing about blackness.  
 Black women specifically have historically been characterized stereotypically, but shows 
created by black women create characters with more depth. Shondaland show Scandal (2012-) 
was the first network drama since Get Christy to Love (1974) to feature a black female lead 
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(Press 124). The show follows Olivia Pope (Kerry Washington) in her fast-paced career as a 
“fixer,” swooping into fix the scandals of politicians and celebrities alike, all while maintaining 
an affair with the President of the United States. She moves quickly and makes decisions with 
confidence — she is very good at her job. The show relies on Olivia as a dynamic, complicated 
character, and as Press puts it, “After all, much of the real action happen silently inside Olivia, an 
interiority that’s rare in a TV heroine, let alone a black one” (Press 126). This interiority can be 
found on another black female-led Shondaland show, How to Get Away With Murder, in the trial 
lawyer and law professor Annalise Keating (Viola Davis). She has “agency and depth; she has an 
active, conflicted sex life, she schemes, she champions, is both noble and flawed” (Lawson). 
Both of these shows exist in Shondaland, a universe run by a black woman, and thus have far 
more interiority than most black women in the history of television.  
 Black LGBTQIA+ folk have found themselves further misrepresented or not represented 
on screen. Author Mark Cunningham states that folks trying to increase quantitative 
representation have not properly represented LGBTQIA+ black folk qualitatively. He says, “In 
fairness, some attempts to curtail the obviously offensive depictions of homosexual Black males 
of years past have been made. Yet even these efforts prove problematic, as more recent 
depictions find these men to be gay in name and not fully developed characters. […] “ 
Cunningham continues, saying that many gay characters, specifically black gay characters, are 
“all largely asexual, have no mates, and appear to function mainly as an attempt to silence any 
critics who might protest their omission otherwise” (Smith-Shomade 172). Not only were these 
groups misrepresented on screen, there is a lack of programming created for this group. Noah’s 
Arc creator Patrik-Iran Polk noted this lack while at a nightclub during a Black Gay Pride 
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celebration: “In that moment, I was struck with the notion that no one’s making programming 
about this group…So, I decided, standing in that club…that I was gonna do a show and it was 
going to be about four Black gay men, and I didn’t know how I was going to do it or when but…
I made up my mind that was what I was going to do” (qtd. in Smith-Shomade 175). This 
sentiment is very different than just trying to get different folks on screen. Polk explicitly states 
that he wants to create content for these groups. The way he frames this removes the white lens. 
This is not a show about gay black men for straight white folk, this is a show about gay black 
men for gay black men. This changes the amount of explanation needed for cultural choices in 
the show that would be ubiquitous in the gay community, creating a more realistic and human 
story. Thus, representation can improve not only when we change who’s in charge of the stories, 
but also for whom the stories are being told.  
 Aside from enriching scripts, including underrepresented groups in a writers room and 
production team increases the likelihood that more will be hired in the future. According to a 
report by the Center for the Study of Women in Television and Film, “shows with at least one 
female creator hired far more women writers and cast more women in major roles” (Press 3). The 
success of Broad City, for example, can be connected to the assistance of comedian and actress 
Amy Poehler. Glazer and Jacobson asked Poehler to be in the series finale of their web series, 
also titled Broad City and the precursor to their Comedy Central Show. After appearing in an 
episode, Poehler agreed to become a producer on the show and helped develop the show as well 
as shop it around to different network (Press 211). Poehler had earned success as star of NBC 
sitcom Parks and Rec, and thus was able to pass along her industry knowledge to two other up-
and-coming female stars. Broad City lasted for five seasons on Comedy Central, with the stars 
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choosing to end the series on their own time, a rare opportunity in the world of television. This is 
but one example of how hiring women in prominent roles leads to the furthering of even more 
women’s careers. 
 Along with writing, directing has been an incredibly inaccessible field to women, people 
of color, LGBTQIA+, and disabled folk Greta Gerwig, writer and director of Lady Bird, 
describes the ways gender norms delayed her entrance into the film world, saying,  
 I always hear about guys whose parents got them little Super Eight cameras and they  
 started making films and I, I mean I’m sure my parents would’ve gotten me them if I had  
 asked for it but it wasn't something you gave girls as much (The Hollywood Reporter). 
No one actively stood in her way of creating films, but no one encouraged her to enter the field 
either. Transparent creator Jill Soloway echoed Gerwig’s sentiments, explaining how underlying 
gender/race biases bleed into the industry.  
 You can picture the older male director who hires the freshman director. They are   
 both wearing baseball caps, and he’s got his arm around the kid, and they know how to  
 do this because they've both been on teams and they know how men mentor one another.  
 So they are going to be chosen above a woman or a person of color or a queer person or a 
 trans person. If you are a white straight guy who’s lived-in the Pacific Palisades for the  
 past twenty-five years and you bring a young trans director of color onto your set, you are 
 not going to get to have that relaxed feeling of ‘Let me throw my arm around you and  
 show you how things go.’ You are going to be forced to confront your privilege (Press  
 285). 
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This forced confrontation creates an environment of exclusion, one that Soloway actively works 
to change. The showrunner decided that every single episode (with one exception) would be 
directed by female and/or trans directors, like Andrea Arnold, Marta Cunningham, Nisha 
Ganatra, and Silas Howard, “who could not get a foot in the door of TV studios” (Press 266). 
This happens on other female-led shows as well. On Gilmore Girls, more than a third of the 
directors hired by Amy Sherman-Palladino were women. She admits she did this on purpose, and 
was desperate for directors who weren’t “whiny little baby men” (Press 89-90). A directing credit 
on a successful show ups one’s chances of getting future jobs, and creatives in a racial, gender, or 
sexual minority often have less access to these opportunities.  
 Soloway also works to bring trans folk to into their set. They operate under what they call 
a “‘transfirmative action program,’ actively seeking out trans personnel for the crew and even 
leading a trans screenwriting workshop to train new writers” (Press 266). Similarly, Debbie 
Allen, showrunner for A Different World, used her authority to help other black creatives up the 
production ladder:  
 Allen surrounded herself with other talented African Americans, thereby seriously  
 challenging assertions that location outstanding people of color to work behind the  
 camera was a difficult prospect (Smith-Shomade 41). 
By expanding her hiring practices, Allen put another crack in the rhetoric used to keep people of 
color out of the industry. These practices also had direct positive consequences: “Susan Fales, a 
Black woman, climbed the ladder on A Different World from writer to story editor, co-producer, 
supervising producer, and finally co-executive producer, and all by age twenty-seven” (Smith-
Shomade 41). While creating a show centering black life, Allen also had a positive effect on the 
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real life folks working on the project. Black showrunners hire more black production staff; 
female showrunners hire more female production staff; etc. 
 Showrunners from underrepresented groups will also go to bat for actors that may not fit 
the appearance of a stereotypical star.  Shonda Rhimes reportedly fought for the casting of 
Sandra Oh as Grey’s Anatomy Cristina. According to casting director Linda Lowy, “That was the 
one where Shonda had to stand up as a first-time show runner and say, ‘I want her, that’s who I 
want” (Press 113).  Rhimes was not the only female show runner to pick a have-to-have actress 
as their first network battle. In the development of Gilmore Girls, Amy Sherman-Palladino 
fought for the role of Sookie, Lorelai’s clumsy best friend, to be played by Melissa McCarthy. At 
the time, McCarthy did not have the star power she does now, and the network was hesitant to 
hire her because of her weight. Sherman-Palladino successfully fought for her and McCarthy 
went on to play Sookie for many seasons. Perhaps something about having to fight to be apart of 
an industry makes one want to fight to help others break in as well.  
 Gender roles, racism, and transphobia pervade in subtle and unintentional ways, thus 
more active and thoughtful change must occur than just ending explicitly sexist (or racist, or 
transphobic, or homophobic, or ablest) actions. As Soloway puts it, “The TV industry [is] an 
ecosystem in which men in power traditionally surround themselves with writers and directors 
who share their basic world view and make them feel comfortable” (Press 285). Hiring 
underrepresented folks as directors and production staff can change this ecosystem.  
 Of course, much of creating television is portraying worlds that we are not apart of. In 
theory, a good writer, director, or crew member should be able to craft stories from any 
perspective. However, since the television industry has long been operated nearly exclusively by 
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cis-straight-white-able-bodied-men, giving underrepresented groups the reigns on their stories is 
important to allow for the inclusion of specificity otherwise missing from an ‘outsider’ 
perspective. The examples given of women, African America people, and LGBTQIA+ folk 
entering the roles of writers, directors, and producers can be applied to other vulnerable groups 
as well, such as disabled folk and other racial minorities. At the end of the day, many writers 
draw from television or films they’ve seen before, and if most of that content has been created by 
one group of people, then it can’t be a good resource for writing experiences not yet told. Diverse 
writers rooms and creative teams are essential.  
CHAPTER 4: Backlash  
  After the HBO show Girls began to gain fans, it also began to receive backlash. The 
show depicts a group of young, unlikeable girls living in New York City. Many scenes feature 
the girls having, and enjoying sex, with many different parts. Some fans’ reaction revealed their 
internalized bias towards women enjoying sex. While attending South by Southwest, a film, TV, 
and media conference in Austin, Texas, creator and star Lena Dunham was approached by a male 
fan. Dunham describes the incident, saying, “He thought the character could be separated from 
her sexual behavior, like, ‘She’d be so cute if she wasn’t such a slut!” (Press 168). While the 
male gaze paints female characters as sexual objects for consumption, Girls showed women 
seeking their own sexual pleasure, which upset fans who had deeply internalized gender biases. 
Though representation is increasing, shows and creators depicting the realities of many 
underrepresented groups face backlash from fans, networks, and even politicians.  
 While folks of different types of minorities in the industry were gaining more creative 
control, historically they have struggled to receive proper credit for their own work. Marlo 
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Thomas, producer and star of That Girl (1966-1971), says she had to pretend she had less 
authority than she did in order to maintain her role. “‘I ran the show, I signed the checks, but I 
chose to play down my power, so as not to be too threatening’ and risk scaring off the ‘best and 
brightest men in comedy’” (Press 4). That need to play down one’s own power may have 
contributed to a trend in the female pioneers of primetime, who tended to work “in partnership 
with men usually their husbands.  That was true for Lucile Ball, Mary Tyler Moore, Barbara 
Corday, Whitney Blake, Golden Girls creator Susan Harris, and Linda Bloodworth-
Thoason” (Press 7). Amy Sherman-Palladino also led her Gilmore Girls empire with husband 
Dan Sherman-Palladino. Barbara Corday, one of the creators of Cagney & Lacey, attributes this 
to women doubting their own business knowledge, saying, “They didn’t see themselves as 
business people, and their husbands did” (Press 7). Entering a male dominated field 
unfortunately caused women to play down their own power and use their husbands as a doorway 
to the industry, humoring male ego and insecure masculinity.  
 Even as more truthful stories are put on screens, showrunners face backlash from 
networks either unwilling to green light controversial stories or ignorant to the realities that back 
up the fictional characters’ choices. When Shonda Rhimes and Betsy Beers were shopping 
around Grey’s Anatomy to different networks, they found themselves in meetings surrounded by 
men. At one meeting, the discussion centered the plot line in the pilot in which Meredith has a 
one night stand only to find out the man is her new boss. Beers says, “One gentleman in 
particular who was not responding positively to the Grey’s Anatomy pilot mentioned that he 
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do that? I raised my hand and said, ‘That would be me.’” (Press 109). Male executives’ lack of 
female understanding created an obstacle to getting this female-led show to air. 
 Networks also push back against “controversial” stories, as seen in a rejected story for A 
Different World (1987-1993). The show takes place in a Historically Black College, with only 
one white student, Maggie (Marissa Tomei) attending the school. When the writers wanted to do 
a story in which Dwayne (Kadeem Hardison) takes Maggie home for Thanksgiving to the 
displeasure of his black mother, the network not only shut the story down but removed Maggie 
as a character from the series entirely, fearing the backlash for featuring interracial conflict 
(Smith-Shomade 39). This concern about retaliation certainly finds its roots in reality, as seen in 
the complications in the release of Tongues Untied (1989), a documentary by Marlon T. Rigs 
about the black LGBTQIA+ community. A portion of the film was funded by the National 
Endowment for the Arts and was broadcast on PBS. Author Mark Cunningham describes the 
reaction: 
 [M]any conservative detractors were incensed that federal monies had been used to  
 support media that featured nudity, coarse language, and homosexual intimacy. In fact, as  
 a result of this firestorm, many PBS affiliates declined to show the documentary, which  
 was featured on the network’s series P.O.V.—a series that has long served as a showcase  
 for independent nonfiction media (Smith-Shomade 173).  
Even when a gay artist of color is able to find funding and a platform, conservative backlash puts 
a barrier in front of the art finding its audience. Networks fearing and responding to retaliation 
based in racism and homophobia limits the stories that can be told or spread even when black 
and/or LGBTQIA+ creators are given control.  
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 Networks also tend to center white audiences under the guise of  “universality.” The 
business model for sitcoms specifically lead to this push for shows to be appealing to a wide 
range of audiences. As David Marc explains, “throughout sitcom history, production has been 
kept under strict corporate patronage. There is no such thing as a ‘small time sitcom; a show 
either makes it coast-to-coast or disappears into the effluvia” (qtd. in Shomade 34). However, 
this structure also seems to apply to dramas. The Wire (2002-2008), despite being centered 
around a black and illegal working class in urban Baltimore, focused on white audiences: 
  The lingo, the accents, and the reference reflects cultural specificity to the area. Its  
 presentation, however, did not suggest a Black target audience demographic but more  
 spoke of and about a Black experience to an audience culturally unfamiliar with any part  
 of that experience (Smith-Shomade 7).  
Keeping white audiences comfortable is prioritized. Even Roots (1977), a mini-series that 
follows an African man, Kunta Kinte (Malachi Kirby, LeVar Burton), as he is abducted and sold 
into the slave trade, seems to focus on “universality.” The story takes place mostly in the US and 
gives very little context for Kinte’s life in Africa that he was torn from. Only two of the twelve 
broadcast hours are spent in Africa, and the story never returns to Africa once it leaves (Smith-
Shomade 27). Representation of black people in media may be increasing, but much of it still 
prioritizes the white audience.  
 Networks have also historically prioritized the male demographic. New Girl (2011-2019) 
creator Liz Meriwhether says this priority is built into the foundation of the industry: “That is the 
business model: if you get men to watch it, you make money” (Press 152). When New Girl’s 
ratings dropped to an all-time low, the network worried there wasn’t enough “guy energy.” 
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Meriwether tried to follow their request to appeal to those viewers, but in hindsight realizes she 
was fighting a losing battle: “It was this sort of impossible task where we are all trying to 
brainstorm ways to get people to watch the show—people who I think were never going to watch 
it in the first place” (Press 158). Seeking out ways to get men to watch female-centered shows 
reveals a fundamental misunderstanding of the essence of these programs, something Mindy 
Project producer had first hand experience with, and is fed up with. “Hey, network, guess what?” 
she says about being told to add men to the show. “Men are not going to watch a show about a 
gynecologist’s office no matter what you do! We are never going to get the Sports Center crowd 
to tune into the show…but, yeah, we had to just keep adding guys” (Press 162). The networks 
demanding efforts to increase male viewership rather than hone the audience the shows are 
created for misplaces energy and makes it more difficult for female-created shows to succeed.  
 Teen girls specifically have been doubted as a demographic. Teen drama My So-Called 
Life got cancelled after 19 episodes and ABC’s Stu Bloomberg told LA Times in 1995 that the 
problem was “it only got teenage girls” (Press 91). Things enjoyed by teen girls are often 
discredited, something actress Lauren Graham described as an obstacle for the success of 
Gilmore GIrls.  
 The show is called Gilmore Girls; it’s about women, and that right there meant you were  
 going to have to convince your boyfriend to watch it with you. Maybe some people  
 thought it wasn’t for them because it was a girlie show. These are some of the smartest  
 scripts I have ever read but there was a presumption (Press 91).  
Teen girls are often cultural curators, as seen by the success of shows on platforms like Freeform 
(formerly ABC Family), as well as boybands and pop music in general. Former member of 
 Stanley !35
boyband One Direction Harry Styles credits teen girls for his success and says their tastes are 
underestimated:  
 Who's to say that young girls who like pop music -- short for popular, right? -- have  
 worse musical taste than a 30-year-old hipster guy. […] That’s not up to you to say.  
 Music is something that's always changing. There's no goal posts. Young girls   
 like the Beatles. You gonna tell me they're not serious? […] They’re our future. Our  
 future doctors, lawyers, mothers, presidents, they kind of keep the world going. […]  
 Teenage-girl fans -- they don't lie. If they like you, they're there. They don't act 'too cool.'  
 They like you, and they tell you. Which is sick (Tom).  
Even citing Harry Styles feels silly - but why should it? He is a wildly successful pop star. 
Teenage girls are so discredited and condescended to that the things they like seem illegitimate, 
no matter the scope of their success. This sexist doubt bleeds into who gets prioritized by 
networks as audiences.  
 Networks also limit the success of minority-created shows through a lack of promotion. 
Many were shocked and excited when CBS renewed all-black drama City of Angels, but the 
network seemed to do so begrudgingly at the pressure from critics, placing it against NBC’s 
Thursday night “Must See TV, “ a choice that “is usually geared toward successful shows that 
networks believe have a chance to usurp ratings—or that the network is trying to kill. In the case 
of City, the latter seemed to be more accurate” (Shomade-Smith 57). They may have brought the 
show back, but they seemed to want it to fail.  
 The advertising strategy for mini-series Roots also revealed a lack of confidence in the 
program. ABC had produced miniseries in the past, and even though they had found great 
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success in the miniseries format it used for mini-series Rich Man, Poor Man, it did not employ 
that strategy for Roots. Rather then schedule the show once a week over the course of several 
weeks, ABC decided to air the program every night over consecutive nights. According to author 
Eric Pierson, “The scheduling reflected a serious concern about the likely success of the 
program; if Roots failed to attract a large audience, the impact on other network programs would 
be minimal. This scheduling had an adverse impact on potential advertisers, forcing the network 
to sell advertising at a discount” (Smith-Shomade 29). Despite this, the show garnered strong 
ratings, having a 71 share Nielson rating on the final episode (Smith-Shomade 29). More than 
ratings, the show was nominated for 39 Emmys. Obviously, the show connected with audiences 
despite the network’s lack of faith, disproving the idea that networks don’t center people of color 
because audiences won’t watch. Audiences will watch if the networks just get out of the way.  
 Even as women move into showrunner roles, they are often shamed for being difficult or 
crazy. This happened to Jill Soloway, who, before Transparent, was up for a job in 2011 with hit-
show Glee. The meeting fell through, however, because “[Ryan]  Murphy had apparently heard 
through the grapevine that Soloway was ‘difficult’ — the second-ugliest word for a woman in 
Hollywood next to ‘unrelatable’” (Press 261). This is a common trend among women in the 
industry. Creator of UnREAL Sarah Gertrude Shapiro says she faced this while trying to find a 
director for her pilot.  
 I would say a name, and there would be this weird silence. It was women who had done  
 incredible work, but people would say, ‘I’ve heard that she’s tough.’ What does that even  
 mean? We just hired an asshole guy who went five million dollars over budget, so should  
 we not ever hire another man? (Press 284).  
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Comedian Tina Fey might have an answer for her question. “I have a suspicion,” she wrote in a 
2011 New Yorker Article. “And hear me out, because this a rough one—that the definition of 
‘crazy’ in show business is a woman who keeps talking even after no one wants to fuck her 
anymore” (Fey).  
 Maybe to override fears of being deemed “crazy,” any of the most successful female 
media creators staked their claim in pairs. Betty Beers and Shonda Rhimes, Amy Poehler and 
Tina Fey, Abbi Jacobson and Ilana Glazer. Perhaps this tendency to flock to a fellow female 
creator came from a need to bounce ideas off of someone outside of the typical patriarchal 
structures. When talking about the success of Grey’s Anatomy, Rhimes references her and Beers’ 
lack of experience in primetime as a positive, “I didn’t know that I was supposed to take 
everybody’s notes or be afraid that something wasn’t going to get made. I was having a ball, 
writing television felt very natural to me, and I stuck to my guns because I felt like I knew what I 
wanted” (Press 111). Media created by folks traditionally absent from the normal production 
structures thus also allows for better, more original stories uninfluenced by the oppressive 
structures already in place. 
 Women, people of color, and LGBTQIA+ people are taking charge more and more to 
create characters that look like themselves, but more importantly, who act like themselves. As 
any radical (or not radical) change, these creators are facing backlash from fans and networks 
who knowingly or unknowingly allow their internalized biases to stand in between improved 
representation. The way the folks in power are unwilling to right the historical wrongs of 
misrepresentation again shows why marginalized groups should be given more creative control 
in their work. 
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CHAPTER 5: Imperfect Representation and Colorblind Casting 
 Part of the struggle towards more equal representation is putting enough marginalized 
groups on screen that there is room for imperfect representation. While white men are allowed to 
be complicated and brooding, other groups are told the most important quality is being likable. 
Murphy Brown creator Diane English faced this issue when working with the networks. 
  That was their concern: that nobody could relate to this woman. The word unlikable  
 came up all the time. All…the…time. […] They would apply those terms to female  
 characters often, but men don’t have to be likable’” (Press 22). Male network executives 
seem to project their ideal female characteristics onto fictional characters. Mindy Kaling, creator 
of The Mindy Project, echoed these sentiments:  
 Likability can be a poisonous word, because so often it’s attached to outdated standards  
 for what is appealing about female characters for men. Sweetness, being agreeable, being  
 put upon, having straight long hair, et cetera. Those are all likable qualities. Who cares?  
 What is important to me is making a character relatable. Being able to relate to the  
 character is everything, whether they are sweet and agreeable or not” (Press 161).  
Characters don't have to be likable, they have to be compelling. When are we ready for unlikable 
women on screen?  
 It is worth noting that some groups are so underrepresented on television that they don’t 
have the luxury of yearning for ‘complicated’ representation, as Jill Soloway and Rhys Ernst 
discovered in the release of one episode of Transparent. The episode follows one character, Ali, 
on a sexual adventure with trans man, Dale. The episode plays with with the idea of Dale’s 
hypermasculinity, revealing that the sexually dominant man that Ali encountered may differ from 
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the soft hearted guy we see in his home. Many thought the episode was mocking Dale’s 
masculinity, an issue many trans men face. Ernst says, looking back, “What we missed was that 
this was the first time in history that at trans man had ever been represented on TV played by a 
trans man. We were trying to jump to a future level of messiness when everybody felt they 
needed positive affirmation first” (Press 276). When there’s a lack of representation, one 
character is taken as representation for every member of their gender/race/sexuality/etc. 
 Some creators try to increase this lack of representation through the use of colorblind 
casting. The concept of colorblind casting, also called blindcasting, originated in the theatre 
industry as a practice of casting any race to play any character, used to provide roles to actors of 
races who are often not written into plays. Specific theatre traditions have lead to the 
solidification of stereotypes in the dramatic arts. In order to create a feeling of recognition and 
ensure the success of any given play, many companies relied on the practice of  possession. 
Wojcik defines possession as “the assumption by an actor of the privilege to play every part in 
which he appeared with success before the public in any and all subsequent revivals of the play 
until he resigned the part, retired, or died” (qtd. in Warner 15). Thus, if the original part was 
filled by stereotype, that type would be assigned to the role in order to ensure the play’s success 
(Warner 15).  
 When the concept of colorblind casting is applied to film/TV, however, the practice 
differs in intent and understanding of racial dynamics. While film/TV industries are typically 
producing work that has never been produced before, with writers creating new scripts, plays are 
intended to be reproduced. In a season, a company may produce a show from any time period, all 
the way back to plays written during the time of the Greeks. Thus, employing  a blindcasting 
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practice allows “classic” works to be put on without excluding actors of color, women, disabled 
actors, etc. who would never have been written into the role written during a time when those 
folks were not considered equal to their (typically) white playwrights. As Warner states:  
 When in 2005 Denzel Washington portrayed Julius Caesar in a revival of Shakespeare’s  
 play, the act of transfer involved between actor and audience would have included the  
 acknowledgement that Caesar was probably not a Black man and the understanding that  
 Washington merely inhabited the essence of the character (Warner 14).  
This blindcasting is supported by the common practice of suspension of disbelief in theatre, 
whereas film and television often rely on heavy realism. Also, to rely on colorblind casting in an 
industry where race can be written into a role seems silly. One cannot re-write Shakespeare to 
ensure that Hamlet is a black, lesbian, woman, but a film producer can choose to fund the 
production of a new work centering diverse experiences. This is not to cite theatre as a diversity 
haven, as one could discuss the ways in which favoring “classic” plays does a disservice for new 
works, and many companies across the country do choose to foster new voices. Overall, 
however, colorblind casting makes more sense in an industry where old works are being 
reproduced and suspension of disbelief is common than in one where most of the content is new 
and can include diverse experiences.  
 Shonda Rhimes uses colorblind casting seemingly as a policy. Betsy Beers describes this 
process as freeing:  
  When Shonda wrote a script, there was no description of how anybody was supposed to  
 be cast. We just thought, We want to see actors of every ethnicity. Later, we found out this 
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 was very unusual, but [casting director] Linda Lowry thought it was great because, hey,  
 the entire world of actors is open to us” (Press 112).  
Press continues, saying “Shondaland series created more complex roles for actors of color than 
pretty much any other network TV shows. Yet some critics worried that its color -blind casting 
fed into an assimilationist impulse to erase cultural specificity” (Press 122). This is not to say 
that Rhimes did not directly address race in her shows. On Scandal, protagonist Olivia Pope 
confronts the racial dynamics of her relationship with a whiteman“I’m feeling a little, I don’t 
know, Sally Hemings/Thomas Jefferson about all this” she says, referencing sexual 
“relationship” between the US president and his slave. Press says Olivia might embody Rhimes’ 
own relationship with race: “Olivia lives in a largely white world," she says. “Believing that she 
has transcended race, or perhaps evaded it” (Press 128). Rhimes casts as though the world has 
transcended race.  
 Many say that their racial identities of Shondaland characters exist only in aesthetic and 
not in their character development, including author Kristen J. Warner, who says, “Rhimes’ 
characters depend only on skin color as a racial marker and cultural specificity is evacuated to 
make room for a whiter, mainstream audience who can relate to the characters” (Warner 13). 
Warner continues to describe how this problem is a larger industry issue:  
 Rather than pursuing diversity by hiring more minority writers and/or show runners to  
 create culturally specific roles for people of color, the television industry prefers to make  
 roles racially neutral e.g. white. While on the surface this may seem a laudable practice,  
 the problem with blindcasting is that it forces minority actors to portray characters who  
 are often written as white” (Warner 13).  
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Shondaland certainly has quantitative representation, but some argue it’s missing qualitative 
representation.  
 The concept of “colorblind” casting can be transposed onto identities outside of race, 
such as gender. Casting these roles by folks who have the same identity is not always black and 
white, as discovered by Transparent creator Jill Soloway. In casting the show’s lead, Maura 
Pfefferman, Soloway chose cis-man Jeffrey Tambour to play the trans woman. This decision 
faced much backlash but was not made without thought. Soloway consulted Rhys Ernst, a 
transgender filmmaker who produces and consults on the show. He supported the decision, 
saying “if done for the right reasons and done responsibly, [cisgender casting] makes sense.” He 
went on to say that Tambour made sense, “because we are all meeting this character 
pretransition, we are seeing this character through the adult children’s eyes, still as the father, so 
it makes sense to start with this actor. And [Jill] always talked about how Jeffrey reminded her of 
her parent, so it seemed like a responsible exception” (Press 263). Again, had we had more than a 
handful of transgender-centered shows, it would may seem less hurtful when one of the few roles 
that can go to a transgender actor does not.  
 Weeds and Orange is the New Black creator Jenji Kohan however, imbues race into her 
characters. When casting OITNB, she wanted a cast “composed of women of all racial 
backgrounds but also all ages and sizes” (Press 238). While Rhimes’ approach still resulted in 
actors of color having jobs, there is certainly something to be said for creating roles that could 
only be played by people of color. When Sterling K. Brown won an Emmy for his role on the 
NBC drama This Is Us, he specifically cites his character’s arc as a black man:  
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 “But also I want to thank Dan Fogelman. Now, Dan Fogelman, throughout the majority  
 of my career, I have benefited from colorblind casting — which means, you know what, 
 ‘Hey, let’s throw a brother in this role, right?’ It’s always really cool. But Dan Fogelman,  
 you wrote a role for a black man. That could only be played by a black man. And so what 
 I appreciate so much about this thing is that I am being seen for who I am and being  
 appreciated for who I am. And that makes it that much more difficult to dismiss me, or  
 dismiss anybody who looks like me. So thank you, Dan.”  
 Color-blind casting seems to assume the best of the production process. “What does it 
matter what race they are? As long as they’re talented!” Could be a go-to line to explain the 
process. What it matters, however, is that we do not live in a world without prejudice. As Warner 
puts it:  
 Both colorblindness and casting are founded upon unarticulated assumptions about the  
 irreducibility of physiology—that is, in both cases individuals (casting directors or just  
 ordinary people) assume an equality of opportunity, regardless of physical appearance,  
 thus allowing for a so-called leveling of the playing filed where everyone can then  
 perform the same roles without cultural specificity (Warner 12).  
The best woman in the room might just happen to be white, but what about the women that 
weren’t invited to the room? When prime, juicy roles are written for women of color, plus-size 
women, transgender man, etc, you are curating an audition pool comprised of people, as Press 
puts it, “who, because of their color, size, age or unconventional looks, could never get more 
than bit parts” (Press 238). Colorblind casting can be a strategy, but it can’t be the only strategy. 
SECTION 3: HERE FEST AT UNC-CHAPEL HILL  
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Chapter 6: I Just Said That  
 In the summer before my junior year, I decided to put on an all female and non-binary 
comedy show with students at Chapel Hill. My good friend, Ellie, also, separately had this idea, 
and a few months later we created We the Ladies (now called I Just Said That). With the help of 
female members of our existing comedy group False Profits, we created a submissions form, 
booked a venue, and picked a charity to raise money for. Our first show was shockingly 
successful. We had around 15 submissions, far more than what I expected (which was just a few 
of my friends). We took around 10 performers, a few of whom who performed standup comedy 
for the first time. Not only were they incredibly funny — the turn out was overwhelming. We 
had over 100 audience members, raising over $500 for the Compass Center of Chapel Hill.  
 I have now lead four shows with I Just Said, one a semester. The group does not consist 
of a set group of people; instead we’ve got a few core executive members and allow anyone to 
submit to the show. We decided to do this to increase accessibility. To be in the show you only 
have to commit to a screening, a rehearsal, and the show, rather than the weekly rehearsals of 
other comedy groups on campus. We wanted to make it very easy to succeed.  
 When asked why we started the group, Ellie and I usually tell a similar story. Though we 
love False Profits and our male comedian friends, we have been told our shows can’t include 
“too many feminist standup;” Ellie once did a standup about periods and our workshopping 
session quickly turned from constructive to only the men talking and telling her it was “preachy” 
and imitating; on a broader scale, we were watching the unfolding of the #MeToo movement and 
wanted to do something, to ensure a safe and supportive community for the non-cis-male 
comedians who would come to Chapel Hill after that.  
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 More than that, we wanted to encourage women and non-binary folk to try comedy. 
Much like Greta Gerwig’s quote about how parents will buy boys cameras and Jill Soloway’s 
thoughts on how men love to mentor men, we saw that society taught men to be naturally 
confident and to believe they were funny. We saw the way auditions for False Profits attracted 
more men than women, and almost entirely white people. We heard the way the men in our 
group often laughed louder than the women, making women think their female-centered content 
wasn’t received well. We wanted to change something, and we did.  
 All of this is just to provide context of my experience with increasing representation in 
the arts at UNC. We the Ladies certainly wasn’t perfect. The name itself, We the Ladies, 
inherently exclude those who weren’t cis-men but also wouldn’t call themselves a “lady.” We did 
our best to remedy this, and changed the name to I Just Said That in reference to the way our 
male counterparts would repeat us during meetings as if they had come up with the idea. Though 
we knew that we would accept anyone of any gender identity, part of inclusion is actively 
making that clear to the groups who are often excluded. We also tend to skew white, and have 
attempted to remedy this by working with UNC Creatives of Color, a group recently founded to 
bring together people of color in the arts at UNC.   
 I am immensely proud of my work with I Just Said That, but I have mostly assisted folks 
who are far funnier than me get stage time. We have hosted workshops led by Triangle 
comedians to give our performers a better understanding of comedy as a career. At the end of the 
day, I wanted to facilitate folks trying comedy for the first time and give them information often 
passed down from from male comedian to male comedian (the director in a baseball cap image 
Jill Soloway described). I am a white, able-bodied woman, and I want to use my privilege to 
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uplift the voices that are often prioritized less than mine. I hope I have done that with I Just Said 
That to some extent, and decided to take those efforts to an even bigger scale with the creation of 
Here Fest.  
Chapter 7: Here Fest  
 Here Fest last four days, between February 21-24, 2019, and included nine events 
covering representation of marginalized groups in comedy, film, visual art, satire writing, poetry, 
music, screenwriting, and documentary. I began the process by reaching out to existing groups 
on campus so as to actually engage the structures that were already creating art to attempt to 
create more long-lasting change.  
 I advertised the festival on social media (my own, the festival page, and the pages of 
partner organizations) as well as with printed flyers. The flyer (attached at the end of this paper) 
was created by a non-binary person of color who was paid with funds from the thesis 
department. If anything, the creation of this festival helped at least one artist of color make some 
money!  
THE EVENTS  
Thursday February 21 
8 PM I Just Said That Comedy Show - “Bo$$ B@by, B!tch!” 
$5 | The Station Bar, Carrboro  
 We kicked off the festival this all-female and non-binary comedy show with my 
organization, I Just Said That. This was the only event of the festival that already had a planning 
mechanism in place since this was our fourth show. I lead the planning efforts as president with 
the help of three other executive members: a vice president, publicity chair, and charity head. 
 Stanley !47
Together, we collected submissions, planned two workshops, booked the venue, lead rehearsals 
and selected this semester’s charity, the NC Bail Fund of Durham.  
 During the planning, we made a conscious effort to continue to make the show, well, less 
white. We connected with Creatives of Color to help make this happen. We certainly are not yet 
near where we should be, but I hope by fostering this relationship with Creatives of Color in the 
organization’s early years we will ensure that our power structures do not inherently make it 
more difficult for people of color to submit. One way we have done this is to create a 
submissions committee, separate from our executive team, who watch each performer’s standup 
submission and decide whether or not they will perform. We made this decision to ensure that no 
matter the whiteness of the executive board, there were still opportunities to give power to 
people of color over the content of the show. Members of the screening committee only have to 
have performed in a show with us once before, and the commitment level is far lower than that 
of the executive board. This keeps the committee more accessible and, hopefully, will broaden 
the scope of who performs in our shows. Just as we created this group because we understood the 
difficulty in auditioning for a group as a woman in front of a group of men, we wanted to ensure 
that people of color did not have to audition in front of exclusively white folk to be apart of our 
group.  
 We chose the NC Bail Fund of Durham in order to effect positive change in our 
immediate community. According to their website, the bail fund pays low-cost bail for people 
who could otherwise not afford it in order to return clients to their homes, jobs, and 
communities, in turn giving them a more equitable case procedure. We raised $400 for this 
organization, helping pay the bail for vulnerable citizens in our very state. While hopefully the I 
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Just Said That show has longterm effects in giving women and non-binary folks a comedic 
platform, we also wanted to create immediate and tangible change. Donating to the Bail Fund, 
along with using our platform to spread information about the ways cash bail oppress vu 
 This year’s show was successful in a few ways. We had around 90 people pack into the 
Station to watch the show; five of our thirteen comedians performed standup for the very first 
time; and our performers included gender identities beyond cisgender women. What struck me 
most about this show is the way the success of each show builds on itself. Our audience turn out 
was about commensurate with past shows, but a few of our performers decided to submit to the 
show because they had seen a previous one. While recruiting for our first show, our scope was 
limited to people we knew or people who found us through flyering or social media 
advertisement. Now we’re getting people who saw the show and thought “I could do that.” This 
is a lot like the way that hiring women in television writers rooms increases the amount of 
women that are hired in the future. Our current vice president did her first ever standup set with I 
Just Said That, and one of our ladies who performed with us for the first time this February is 
now opening for a professional comedian in Athens, Georgia. It’s heartening to see the way the 
show is expanding and growing.  
Friday February 22  
6 PM CUAB Moonlight Screening & Talkback with Dr. Charlene Regester  
FREE | Hamilton 100  
(Second Screening Saturday Feb 23 9 PM) 
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 I partnered with CUAB to put on two free screenings of award-winning film Moonlight. 
The film looks at three chapters of the life of Chiron, a young gay black man growing up in 
Miami. CUAB already does monthly screenings, so I was able to use their resources instead of 
creating unnecessary work. I decided on Moonlight because the film’s protagonist is both black 
and a member of the LGBTQIA+ community, a specific journey often not explored in media. Dr. 
Charlene Regester, a UNC professor and cinema of black cinema, lead a discussion after the film 
about the movie’s imagery, themes, and more.  
 The screenings had a good turn out and an interesting discussion. Watching a film with 
other people is a different experience than watching alone on a laptop, and I felt the screening led 
to folks to have a group experience rather than a private one. The structure of having a discussion 
afterward encouraged the audience to sit and process, something that can often be missing from a 
Netflix-type experience. After the discussion I heard members of the audience say the discussion 
led them to see the film in a different way than they would have otherwise, and many of them 
would not have otherwise seen this film. The film is certainly a complicated and dynamic look at 
being gay, black while also financially struggling, and this event increased the film’s audience 
even ever so slightly.  
 If I were to do it again I would have had them turn on closed captions, to make the 
screening accessible to deaf people as well as disabled folk who have difficulties with auditory 
processing. I also felt CUAB did not advertise the screening as much as they do their other 
screenings, and I would work closer with them to make sure that happened.  
7:30 PM Kinder: A Return to Innocence  
Art Sharing Space at St. Anthony Hall 
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 I had planned to put on an event with St. Anthony Hall, the art fraternity on campus, but 
they had already set the dates for their art sharing space. I used my festival social medias as 
advertisement for this event and St. A’s did the planning. St. A’s is known as a safe space for 
folks of the LGBTQIA+ community and many of their members are people of color. The event 
itself was advertised as an open space for any UNC artist to showcase their art, which was spread 
primarily through their Facebook page.  
 A few artists from St. A’s ended up showcasing their work, including poetry, 
photography, visual art, and videos. The hall enacted the event’s theme - A Return to Innocence - 
by having places where attendees could play and create with PlayDoh. Each artist had a distinct 
voice and point of view, from poetry about wanting to tell your new lover something to a “fake 
news” photography project that told a fabricated story using Google Maps images of a street in 
the artist’s hometown in China. The event gave a platform to art that may have not otherwise 
been seen.   
 I have a few things I would change if I could. Though advertised as a place for anyone to 
showcase their art, the artists were entirely in St. A’s. I believe this happened due to a lack of 
proper outreach. Students are busy, and are hard pressed to submit to showcase their art based on 
a single Facebook event. I think to be successful, this event needed more in-person 
advertisement, such as visiting classes and contacting existing organizations. Also, from an 
attendee’s perspective, the event itself was not entirely inviting. If I had never been to St. A’s I 
think I wouldn’t have gone in, because there were no signs and no clarity as to where the event 
was. I felt like a bit of an outsider in an event advertised as public - and one I had helped 
advertise as such! I do not think this was due to any nefarious intent but perhaps a lack of 
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manpower. If I could do it again, I would help make the event more open as far as submissions 
and attendance.  
Saturday February 23 
3-6 Reductress Satire Workshop 
$50, Dey Hall 205 
(Second Workshop Sunday, Feb 22 12-3) 
 This was the event I was most excited about. Reductress is a very popular online satire of 
a women’s magazine. With headlines like, “Aw! This Grown Man Thinks It’s Cute That He’s 
Helpless Without His Wife Around,” the magazine satirizes the way women’s magazines and the 
media speak to women. The New York based magazine employs mostly female and non-binary 
writers, paying $30 for full pieces and $10 for headlines. I interned there this summer and still 
write for them, and I wanted to make this type of job more accessible to folks here in North 
Carolina.  
 I received $500 from the thesis department to cover the workshop leader’s transportation, 
but wanted to bring down the $60 workshop fee. Reductress agreed to lower it to $50, and I 
received sponsorships from Arts Everywhere and local business to cover twenty of the forty 
workshop spaces. That means forty people were able to take a satire workshop that is normally 
$60 and in New York, but in Chapel Hill and for free.  
 Careers in writing and media can often seem like magical pipe dreams, and meeting a 
woman who worked in New York doing that career demystified it for the folks in the workshop. 
The workshop covered pitching headlines and writing tight, cohesive pieces, with each 
participant leaving with a workshopped Reductress-style piece. The Reductress hiring process 
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includes submitting ten pitched headlines and, in the second round, a completed piece. 
Obviously, all of these workshop participants will not go onto work for Reductress, but they now 
have a tangible product that can be a jumping off point for future writing projects or even job 
applications. They also have “insider knowledge” of what makes a good headline or satirical 
piece, increasing their industry knowledge and removing at least one obstacle that keeps women 
and people of color out of the creative industries.  
 If I were to do it again, I would not have had the workshop in Dey Hall, which I found 
out has unreliable elevators and thus is inaccessible to wheelchair users.  
Out Loud: Creatives of Color Market & Variety Show 
The PIT Chapel Hill  
6:30 Art Market | 7:30 Show  
 Creatives of Color and I put on an art market and variety show consisting entirely of 
people of color. The event was small in scale: we had seven performers and three vendors. The 
turn out was also small, with only approximately 20 people in attendance. However, I’m glad the 
performers and artists were able to share their work with any sort of crowd. The show consisted 
of standup, poetry, and an autobiographical song. Many of the participants performed at the PIT - 
the People’s Improv Theatre on Franklin Street - for the first time, and now they have that 
connection if they ever want to perform again. As for the art market, each of the artists sold a 
considerable amount of pieces.  Once again, at the very least artists of color were able to make 
money of their art - and that’s a win!  
 I’m hoping Creatives of Color puts this event on next year. Like the I Just Said That 
shows, folks are more willing to attend and participate in events they have heard about before. I 
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also feel the PIT did not advertise for our show, but I believe that is an issue in their business 
model rather than just this specific show. Much of the pressure is put on the groups that perform 
to advertise their own shows, and I wish I had put more pressure on them to help spread our 
show to their audience.  
5 PM Representation in Screenwriting Workshop with Creatives of Color and STV 
Free | STV Studio  
  Much of this research has surrounded how putting marginalized groups in writers’ rooms 
naturally increases representation, both in quantity and quality. However, the work of writing 
diverse stories should not fall solely on those groups. Because of this, I helped organize a 
screenwriting workshop surrounding writing characters that are of a different race, gender, or 
ability than oneself. The workshop took place in the Student Television Studio and was lead by 
Creatives of Color member and standup comedian Kevyn Robinson. She covered the difference 
between diversity and inclusion, went over examples of good and bad representation, and 
techniques to make your diverse characters more than just tokens. These strategies include 
ensuring your characters have actual motivations rather than just encouraging the protagonist, 
avoiding killing off your minority characters, and noticing how many lines your minority 
characters have versus your white/male characters. 
 Kevyn put a lot of work into her presentation and it really paid off. The turn out for the 
event was extremely low, with only four people in attendance. However, I think this was because 
the workshop was on a Sunday, a difficult day to get college students to attend, and I think the 
attendees learned a lot. The workshop featured a lot of group discussion, and if four 
screenwriting kids can improve the way they write about minorities then that’s a positive change.  
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7 PM Unrest Screening & Discussion with CFA & Advocates for Carolina  
FREE | Greenlaw 222 
 I partnered with Carolina Film Association and Advocates for Carolina to put on a 
screening of the film Unrest, a documentary surrounding the creator’s journey with Chronic 
Fatigue Syndrome/Mumyalgic Encephalomyelitis.  The film is available on Hulu, but just like 
during the Moonlight screening, there was benefit to watching as a group. After the screening I 
was feeling disheartened that the turn out was entirely people already in Advocates for Carolina, 
thinking I had wasted their time making them watch a movie they could watch on their own. 
What followed was an incredibly productive discussion about the way the film touched on 
experiences each of them had, as well as the ways UNC’s structures make it very difficult for 
disabled people to exist on campus, let alone get the assistance they need.  
 The film itself is a textbook example of the way representation in media can lead to 
change. The creation of the film involved the creator, Jennifer Brea, to contact other sufferers of 
the disease via video calls to organize activism. Many doctors misdiagnose the disease or treat it 
as psychosomatic, and the creation of this film led to the formation of a community of disabled 
people who knew their disease was not being taken seriously enough.  
 Social media and technology’s effect on increasing representation can also be seen in this 
film, as Brea directed and filmed the entire thing from her bed. Unable to leave due to the 
immense chronic pain she experiences daily, she used online technology and a crew of people to 
remotely direct the film. This would not have been possible even 15 years ago, and technology’s 
progress continues to increase representation.  
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 Before the screening began, we were unable to get into Greenlaw for over 45 minutes. 
Despite having a reservation through the Union, the building was locked and the only ones able 
to unlock it were the Department of Public Safety. I spoke to the Union front desk several times, 
and was told that DPS can often take a long time to come unlock buildings. Luckily, a professor 
entering the building was able to let us in and had we had to wait for DPS we would’ve been 
outside for thirty minutes. The audience for the film was almost entirely disabled, and making 
them sit on bricks outside the building in the cold at night for a long time was unconscionable. 
This was just one instance of the difficulties disabled folk face every day on UNC’s campus, and 
it opened my eyes to the many ways events and activism are inaccessible.  
CONCLUSION  
 Overall, were I to do this festival again I would assemble a team to help me better 
advertise and get a wider reach. I would also not set the festival on a Thursday - Sunday, as 
students are very unlikely to attend things like a screenwriting workshop or documentary 
screening on a Sunday evening, when they’re realizing just how bad they procrastinated that 
weekend. I would instead do it Wednesday through Saturday, to give space for both weekday 
workshop type events and weekend performances.  
 I learned so much not only from the research surrounding this festival, but from the 
events themselves. The folks who helped me plan and who performed showed me so many 
different perspectives I had never heard before. I believe events like these benefit from repetition 
and gaining an audience. Though I am leaving, I am looking for a person or organization to take 
over this festival in order to continue the ongoing conversation about representation in the arts at  
UNC and on the broader scale. Change is definitely occurring. Even while finishing this paper, 
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several new shows and movies have come out that change the way women, people of color, 
LGBTQIA+ folk and disabled people are represented. These folks are fighting for opportunities 
to tell their stories and say that they’ve always been here and they always will be here. Let’s stop 
pretending otherwise.  
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Festival Flyer - Created by Emily Yue 
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Promotional image for Bo$$ B@by, B!tch, the I Just Said That comedy show.  
Created by Ellie Rodriguez.  
Promotional image for the Moonlight screenings. Created by a member of CUAB.   
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for the Art Sharing 
Space. Created by 
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